This article explores how the image of China 'as engaged with Africa' is promoted within China, by looking at a State-sanctioned, Chinese-language media text targeting the domestic audience. It first proposes two paradigm shifts: in the direction adopted in investigating China's soft-power, and in the 
on the diplomatic visit to China of Masire, then president of Botswana. I still remember the official and festive atmosphere conveyed by that piece of news: with a highly rhetorical language, it celebrated the long-standing friendship between the two countries. In 2006, when another study trip took me to Beijing, I noticed the sudden appearance of billboards in the central tube stations (Figure 1 ), featuring pictures of African natural landscapes. The title of the photo series was In Love with Africa (Aishang Feizhou 爱上非洲) i , and its author was Luo Hong, the General Manager of one the most successful bakery chains in China (Holiland), but also a photographer and philanthropist who became famous for his passion for Africa. At that time, the above Chinese texts caught my attention first of all because they had a specific and explicit focus on China's engagement with Africa and, secondly, because they were intrinsically rhetorical, unexpectedly emotional and predominantly (audio)visual. It was not a coincidence that they circulated in the public domain in the years in which China hosted the domestic editions of the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC). This milestone event restored Africa's centrality in China's foreign policy after the neglect of the 1980s-early 1990s (Taylor 2011) and revamped the country's first wave of 'African fever' of the revolutionary years (Larkin 1971) . It becomes evident that the increasing presence of ChinaAfrica-related texts which I was witnessing was the response of the Chinese Party-State to a new priority in the political agenda: crafting and promoting a positive image of China's engagement with Africa within China. It is here, in the domestic realm, that national media play a crucial role, as they are typically requested to create official narratives, with the final aim of manufacturing consent and guaranteeing social stability.
In First of all, this article suggests a change in the paradigms that constrain the existing scholarly contributions in the field of China-Africa Studies, both in the direction adopted in investigating China's soft-power and Africa, and in the dimension considered in exploring China-Africa media interactions. It then reviews and extends the previous academic inquiries conducted on Chinese audiovisual texts representing China, Africa and China-Africa relations, by looking at a more recent and unexplored Chinese-language TV documentary. Empirically, it addresses the above research questions through a social semiotic analysis of the first episode, with a focus on the social meaning-making processes at work and the main themes that emerge from the text.
China's soft power, media and Africa: an inward-looking direction of inquiry
At the turn of the twenty-first century, while China was trumpeting the fervour of its (re)intensified relations with Africa, the international community started to air concerns related to the country's growing interests and presence on the continent (Large 2008) . As China was becoming increasingly self-conscious about the challenges to its international image, it started to show a genuine interest in the concept of 'soft power', defined by Nye (2004) as 'the ability to get what you want through attraction rather than coercion or payment' (x).
In this context, promoting a positive image of China in Africa became a priority for the Party-State. Its favourite tools of soft power proved to be the major State-run media, such as CCTV and Xinhua News Agency, that soon became the protagonists of an impressive expansion in the African continent. As a result, the majority of academic publications on ChinaAfrica media interactions also focused on the 'Going-out' strategy launched by the Chinese government to encourage state media to expand overseas (Xin 2009; Gagliardone 2013; Zhang 2013) . Arguably, going down the well-beaten research route of 'outward-looking soft power' (Barr 2011, 35 ) might shed light on just one direction of China's engagement with Africa, and repropose the dominant investigative pattern of China-in-Africa (as in Zhang, Wasserman and Mano 2016) .
Instead, this article suggests the alternative direction of inquiry of 'inward-looking soft power' (Barr 2011, 35) , that originates from more exquisitely domestic concerns, and aims at sustaining the Party's legitimacy, preventing social unrest and strengthening national identity (30; 34-5). I argue that this direction of inquiry will allow access into the more intimate sphere of China as a 'fragile superpower' (Shirk 2007) , that has tended to remain out of sight in the mainstream approach to China-Africa relations in general, and to China-Africa media interactions, more specifically.
China-Africa 'mediated relationships': suggesting an audiovisual turn
As a result of the burgeoning relations between China and Africa, academic publications on how China and Africa appear and perceive each other in the media have flourished. These include explorations of Chinese media (Shen 2009; Li and Rønning 2013) , African media (Wasserman 2012; Skjerdal and Gusu 2016) , Western media (Mawdsley 2008) , as well as media from a variety of countries (Benabdallah 2015; Paterson and Nothias 2016) .
Though extremely diverse, the above scholarly investigations all contribute to shedding light on an emerging field of academic inquiry. Nonetheless, they seem to share a common paradox: their titles feature words like 'representation' and 'portrayal', borrowed from the visual lexicon, but actually they neither mention nor engage with any form of (audio)visual materials.
In most cases, this neglect results from the choice of print media and news reports as objects of analysis, and from the use of quantitative research methods. Whilst their findings confirm that national media mirror the pragmatic concerns arising from the political and economic macro-sphere of China-Africa relations, they are not revealing in terms of the 'broad range of emotions, feelings, and ideas' (Kellner 2000, 1) that national media play on.
Nonetheless, as demonstrated by the opening anecdotes, these elements are actually present in Chinese media texts on China's engagement with Africa; this article thus posits that they must have been occupying a scholarly blindspot, obscured by the focus on macro events.
It is television, 'with its emphasis on imagery, narrative, presentness, simultaneity, intimacy, immediate gratification, and quick emotional response' (Postman 1993, 16) 
The Colours of Morocco (Moluoge de secai 摩洛哥的色彩).
An attentive viewing of the whole documentary revealed that AC is actually a remake of the above-mentioned travel documentary APTA. This peculiarity might be explained by the fact that the latter 'was one of the first television documentary serializations in China, heralding a new entertainment market industry' (Ferry 2012, 215) , and thus became a model for future documentaries.
More precisely, the aforementioned first episode of AC -A Journey through Memory (AJTM) x -appeared to be significantly different from APTA, and from all the other episodes of AC. This is not only because it specifically tells an official story of China's own engagement with Africa, but also because it presents original footage (both re-edited and unreleased), and an entirely new commentary aimed at providing the old rhetoric with additional contents and meanings.
Methodology
The methodology used in this article derives from social semiotics, the science 'concerned with the social meanings constructed through the full range of semiotic forms, through semiotic texts and semiotic practices' (Hodge and Kress 1988, 261) . . In terms of diegetic time, the episode covers fifty/sixty years, and temporal continuity is maintained through the arrangements of visual fields as a result of the narrating voices: they are edited as if they were Ge's memories.
The initial flashback serves the purpose of (re)introducing Ge to the Chinese audience, in the same way in which he entered their homes less than a decade earlier: as one of the key crew leaders of APTA xi . Nonetheless, in the new footage, Ge appears to be different both on the representational and on the interactive level. He is portrayed exclusively through close-ups and in the same indoor setting; a strategy that connotes intimacy and familiarity, and is aimed at establishing an interpersonal relationship with the viewers. He always speaks in the first person, but never faces the camera directly (a strategy that is commonly avoided as it is thought to convey aggressiveness). He is slightly turned to the side, facing an interviewer that the audience cannot see or hear: this is instrumental for his act of recalling memories, and creating a conversational flow with the audience at home.
A significant novelty is that in addition to the voice-over by a male narrator, typical of documentaries' expository mode, we hear also Ge's voice -a feature of documentaries' poetic mode (Nichols 2010; Cao 2015) . Moreover, Ge includes and involves the viewers in his storytelling quite explicitly by using the pronoun us, that guarantees a less dry style compared to APTA.
Despite the apparent aura of subjectivity, however, Ge is designated to be the enunciating subject, to '"speak for" the nation … with the power to speak with the force of history' (Anagnost 1997, 4) . This is demonstrated by the fact that his individual traits are defined by the historical, the political, the social and, even more interestingly, the mediatic.
Moreover, his autobiographical accounts are constantly legitimized as bearing historical authenticity by the voice-over: this strategy contributes in rendering the opening stage a 'closed text' (Eco 1979, 49) , one that guides the reader and offers a limited number of interpretive possibilities.
Ge reveals that when he got to Africa, he was overwhelmed by a 'feeling of nostalgia'. This is far from being uncommon in post-reform China, where nostalgia is a recurrent feeling resulting from the 'loss of a cohesive ideology' that 'prompted the disenfranchised populace to yearn for better images of life in the past. All of a sudden the prerevolutionary times, and even Mao's years, are glowing in their simplicity and solidarity, in their inexhaustible hopes and common destiny, their poverty and cruelty conveniently forgotten.' (Wang 2004, 213) According to Ge's account, it was revolutionary media such as newspapers, newsreels and doggerels that worked as activators of nostalgia, but that also played a crucial role in the creation of China's 'own' memory of Africa. For this reason, the latter should be understood first and foremost as a 'media memory,' defined as 'the systematic exploration of collective pasts that are narrated by the media, through the use of the media, and about the media.' (Neiger, Meyers and Zandberg 2011, 1) On the compositional level, the signifier 'Africa' is brought into the narrative via the city Ge visits a Chinese medical team in Algeria and provides an historical account of China's health diplomacy in Africa. 5
Ge recalls the building of the Tazara railway, which was completed over ten years, despite the skepticism of the West. China 'turned its back on the Third World' (Van Ness 1993, 206) are cunningly avoided, and this ellipsis aims at obliterating them from public memory. This is a perfect example of how China's official discourse on its own engagement with Africa is selective (Strauss 2009 ).
Probably in response to a question posed by the interviewer, Ge's narrative suddenly picks up a rather defensive tone (6.1), that is perceptible in all modes (verbal, visual, aural) . He dismisses the possibility of a non-sincere friendship between China and Africa; one of convenience, driven by unbalanced economic power relations. The cause of disruption in his storytelling corresponds to the accusations levelled by the West against China's renewed interest in the continent: the 'new scramble' for Africa (Large 2008, 57) . Ge's reaction should therefore be read as a defence against the Western critiques that scrutinize China; significantly, he uses another set of emotional expressions. The function of this defensive narrative through emotionality is at least twofold. Firstly, it attempts to perpetuate the 'emotional bond' of the revolutionary years, as a response to the interference from the West that caused an evident slippage in the 'stickiness' uniting China and Africa. Secondly, it aims at containing an evident criticality that emerged from China's official discourse of its engagement with Africa: China's 'divided image', or 'the divergence between how China sees itself and how the world sees China' (Wang 2011, 11) . On the interactive level, this sequence is intended to comfort the domestic audience, by delivering a reassuring 'looked-for, unselfish, benevolent image of China' (Shen 2009, 443) . This demonstrates that the Party-State is concerned with building support and consensus for China's recent re-engagement with the African continent, at home as well as abroad.
More importantly, in 6.4, Ge dismisses the adaptability of the 'emotional bond' through revolution and fight, which characterized the 'old' China-Africa relations of the mid-1950s-1960s. The prescriptive tone of his assertion is softened up by the rhetorical question he poses ('right?'), when he 'mocks' an interpellation to the viewers to persuade them that the political dimension is not the only one that matters -this is actually aligned with President Jiang's 'nonideological footing' (Alden 2007, 15) . In Barthes' terms, Ge 'naturalizes' China's engagement with Africa as apolitical, rendering it as the result of 'common sense ' (2000 [1957] , 11). The sort of disruption that this creates in the former well-established politically-driven rhetoric, identified as 'thick' (Alden and Large 2011, 26) , is promptly recovered with the insertion of a new element that is driving China's re-engagement with Africa: that of economics.
The concepts of 'mutual benefit' and 'joint development', coming from both the old and the new discourses of China-Africa relations (Strauss 2009) In the following sequence, the voice-over praises Africa's long history and rich culture, as well as the continent's hard work and emergence from poverty, in a rather optimistic tone.
All these rhetorical tropes are actually typical of China's own discourse of 'official national identity,' intended as 'a sense of China articulated by government and Party leaders as a part of their official responsibilities, a collectively determined official position regarding China's role in the world. ' (Van Ness 1993, 196) Similarly, the expressions 'economic renaissance' and 'peace and development,' that are here used to describe Africa, are also borrowed from China's own vocabulary of public diplomacy. In addition to what is highlighted by Ferry (2012) with specific reference to APTA, Once the crew's tour is coming to an end, the historical milestone events addressed in Stages 2-5 are arranged in the form of a black-and-white slideshow, which anchors them to specific meanings. The slideshow is activated while the crew is crossing the Suez Canal, with the clear intention to reinforce the title and leitmotif of the episode: 'a tour of Africa is also a journey through memory' (Feizhou zhixing ye shi jiyi zhilü 非洲之行也是记忆之旅). As the crew emerges from the tunnel, the intended meaning to be promoted is that the distance between China and Africa, physical but also emotional, has been shortened.
Making space for emotions
In the introduction to this article, I shared some personal anecdotes in order to draw attention to an existing gap in the literature on China-Africa media interactions: how China promotes itself 'as engaged with Africa' for the domestic audience. The aim was to go beyond the macro events that characterized previous academic scholarship in the field of China-Africa Studies and explore a more intimate sphere. The latter proved to be accessible only thanks to a solid engagement with the audiovisual as well as with Chinese-language primary sources; in this sense, AJTM constituted an ideal entry point.
Some of the findings of the social semiotic analysis reveal that the episode constructs and promotes an official version of China 'as engaged with Africa', from the revolutionary era through to the contemporary era, that still features the official rhetoric of old China-Africa relations, but at the same time dismisses its adaptability to the postsocialist era. This allows space for new rhetorical devices, as well as for alternative stylistic and narrative strategies. The storytelling of Ge, for example, meets the need to revitalize the Chinese collective memory of Africa, and (re)establishes the proximity between the audience at home and the continent; but it also serves the ideological function of promoting a non-politicized version of contemporary China-Africa relations, in line with the new economically-driven priorities.
More importantly, the main academic contribution of this article is to reveal that, in this episode, what characterizes and distinguishes China's relations with Africa over time and despite changes in policy comes from the sphere of emotions. It is the 'emotional bond', in its different density variations, that sticks China and Africa together, and is inclusive of a range of emotions that pass the test of time: from anti-imperialist solidarity, to the conviviality that guarantees the desirable outcome of a business negotiation. Emotions have the power to hold together the old rhetoric and the new rhetoric ('thin', Alden and Large 2011, 26) without allowing it to collapse and, consequently, they also safeguard China's own identity at home.
The article posits that a close reading of Chinese-language audiovisual media texts can offer unique insights into the evolving relationship between China and Africa, and reveal something new, by bringing to the surface something unexpected -like a 'narrative of love'.
This should be considered an aspect deserving of a far greater degree of attention within ChinaAfrica Studies, which will doubtless lead to the production of significant future contributions to the field.
i All translations from Chinese to English are mine.
ii The adjective 'postsocialist' refers to 'a society that was a Soviet-style socialist country before the end of the Cold War around 1990, and still maintains a socialist/communist political structure today but pursues capitalist economic practices in the era of globalization, as in the case of China' (Lu 2007, 130 The programme is broadcast daily at 23:00, and rebroadcast the following day at 3:00, 7:00, 11:00, 15:00 and 19:00. viii CCTV-9 is a Documentary Channel that was launched on 1 January 2011. It has a domestic Chinese-language edition and an international English-language edition. It shouldn't be confused with the former CCTV-9 (or CCTV International News). ix The documentary is available at: http://tv.cntv.cn/videoset/C33343 x The episode is available at: http://tv.cntv.cn/video/C33343/c60a8c3629584b049b9726229a3c249c xi The other two crew leaders were the crosstalk performer Niu Qun 牛群 and the singer Zhu Zheqin 朱哲琴.
